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BACKGROUND HISTORY AND LANGUAGE MAINTENANCE EFFORTS
As Indigenous North Americans prepare themselves for the challenges they will face in the 21st century, the problems of language loss will stand among some of their greatest challenges because with the loss of language comes an inevitable loss of culture. Typically language loss begins when young adults become bilingual, speaking both the language of their ancestors arnd the language of the majority culture. The stage that follows occurs when the children of these bilingual speakers become monolingual speakers of the majority language. This pattern continues through successive generations until eventually only the older people speak their ancestral language. At this point the ancestral language has become a minority language, and usually remains so until the last native speaker dies. Long before this occurs, however, the minority language has degenerated through loss of its grammatical complexities, loss of native words that have been forgotten and dropped from the lexicon, and loss through incorporation of foreign vocabulary and grammatical features. As these losses accumulate, they also bring about various cultural losses. While recent governmental attempts have been made to redress the devastating impact that assimilation policies have had upon the languages of Indigenous North Americans, the effort and commitment needed to revitalize endangered languages must come from within native-speaking communities themselves.
In December 1994 I was hired to direct a language revitalization effort on the Wind River reservation in Wyoming. The following will examine strategies used toward this revitalization effort and discuss the steps taken to implement both the first language-immersion kindergarten class and the first full-day language-immersion preschool class for the The Green Book of Language Revitalization in Practice 287 specific purpose of creating a new generation of Arapaho speakers among children on the Wind River reservation.
The Arapaho language has been classified as a member of the Algonquian language group. In the past century speakers of Arapaho have fallen into three primary tribal groups: the Gros Ventre of Montana, the Southern Arapaho of Oklahoma, of which there are only a handful of speakers remaining, and the Northern Arapl'.ho of the Wind River reservation in Wyoming.
Members of the Northern Arapaho tribe have long been concerned about the rate of language loss that their communities have experienced. Due to influences of missionary boarding schools, Arapaho people were led to believe that it would be detrimental to their and their children's ability to become valued "American'' citizens if they continued to speak Arapaho. This resulted in English becoming the standard language of communication, and the Arapaho no longer speaking their language to their children. The effect of this, and the dominance of English in all forms of communication, has led to the steady decline of the Arapaho language.
At the time of this writing, the Arapaho language is identified as a language in serious decline, and if action is not taken to change the language's steady decline into disuse, by the year 2025 the Arapaho language may well be extinct. Table 23 .1 illustrates 1996 levels of Arapaho language speaking ability among the Northern Arapaho of the Wind River reservation.
As indicated by Table 23 . 1, there are approximately 1,000 fluent speakers of Northern Arapaho, all of whom, with one exception, are over the age of 55. By 1978, in an effort to keep the Arapaho language viable, community members had begun to establish adult and youth language programs in the community and schools. In 1 992, after observing that the language was still rapidly declining, the community took Marginally fluent Fluent M = males, F = females in number of fluent speakers measures to bring a new vitality to the language. While adult and youth language programs were continued, the community called for a more effective method of keeping the language viable that could produce new speakers of Arapaho among young children.
In the spring of 1992, a community organization called the Northern Plains Educational Foundation was established to oversee planned directional changes of language instruction for the Wyoming Indian School District, a public school system on the reservation. Arapaho language instruction within this school district was being administered by seven fluent speakers who served the total number of Arapaho students from kindergarten to the twelfth grade. As good as this may sound, the downside is that prior to 1994, children from kindergarten to 5th grade received only 75 minutes of Arapaho language instruction per week. This amounted to a total of 45 hours per school year. Interestingly, the school's primary teachers were of the opinion that the language teachers were not competent because the children were not learning the language within the allotted time frame. At the 5th-to 8th-grade levels, about 178 students received 84 minutes of language instruction per week. Although high school students who enrolled in Arapaho language classes received 100 minutes of Arapaho each week, Arapaho language instruction at this level was optional. During the 1993-94 school year, of the 170 students in 9th-12th grade, only 20 took Arapaho instruction. Since the 1994-95 school year, however, this number has shown a small increase, possibly as a result of the Disney production of " Bambi Speaks Arapaho."
In August of 1992, the Northern Plains Educational Foundation approached me to direct an Arapaho Language and Culture Project within a public school system on the reservation. One of the objectives of this project was to arrest the steady decline of the Arapaho language. And so it was that on December 14, after having packed up our belongings, my family and I left Edmonton, Alberta, Canada, where I had been teaching courses at the University of Alberta, to take up a two-and-a-half-year position on the Wind River reservation at Ethete, Wyoming. Fortunately, I did not depart with- out a well-thought-out strategy and plan of action. At least part of my plan was first conceived during the summer of 1979. It was during this time, while working on the Rosebud Sioux reservation in South Dakota, that I first began to give thought to the idea of using animation as a tool for language learning for children. A year later, after completing a master's in anthropology with an emphasis on language revitalization, I began to examine the merits of language immersion as a tool for second-language acquisition.
THE FIRST STEPS TOWARD CHANGE
As soon as I arrived on the reservation I drafted a letter to Roy Disney requesting permission to translate the movie Bambi into the Arapaho language. While waiting for a reply, I began to assess the Arapaho language situation within the school system. Foremost was the realization that whatever knowledge my assessment brought me, I had only about two years to make some sort of impact. I also knew that a single approach to the problem would have little if any real impact. The biggest test, however, was whether the different fact ions on the reservation could effectively be worked with, and because of this I was hopeful that a project like Bambi might work as a catalyst to bring about support from various factions.
As director of a Title V project within lite school system, the first obstacle I faced was to try to increase the amount of time allotted for language instruction in the classroom. I decided that the kindergarten represented the best place to initiate change with the least amount of resistance. In a meeting with the elementary school principal, I pressed for an hour of Arapaho language instruction per day as a test model for language instruction. I was allowed to take a team of four Arapaho language instructors into a kindergarten class for the 18 weeks that remained of the second half of the school term. The hour of Arapaho language instruction at the kindergarten level was a significant gain, because prior to that language instruction within the elementary school amounted
